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CORRESPONDENCE 49 



More and Traherne 

The source of Traherne's interest in the Platonic doctrine of the 
soul's recollection in early infancy of the felicities of a previous 
existence is naturally to he sought in the general revival of 
Platonism at Cambridge in the second quarter of the seventeenth 
century. Mr. Paul Elmer More 1 has already brought together the 
names of Thomas Traherne and Dr. Henry More as " products of 
the same Platonizing tendency " without, however, showing any 
immediate relation between these two exponents of the movement. 
Yet not only do external facts make possible such a relation, but 
internal evidence of striking similarity in thought and expression 
seems also to indicate that Traherne was indebted for much of his 
material to the learned author of the Platonic Song of the Soul. 

Of Traherne's life enough is known to show that he may have 
had access to More's philosophical poems soon after their publica- 
tion. Psychologia, or the Life of the Soul appeared in 1642, and 
the entire Platonic Song of the Soul in 1647. Traherne matricu- 
lated at Oxford in 1652, took his Bachelor's Degree in 1656, his 
Master's in 1661, and was made Bachelor of Divinity in 1669. 
While still at Oxford, then, Traherne may have combined his taste 
for divinity and poetry in the perusal of More's metaphysico- 
religious exposition of Platonism in the Spenserian stanza. 

Such acquaintance becomes less purely conjectural upon an 
examination of the internal evidence found in the close resemblance 
in thought and language of the Cambridge Doctor and the Tedding- 
ton recluse, — a resemblance shown in the following examples. 

Contrasting the soul confined to bodily existence with its perfect 
freedom when relieved of its dependence upon the senses, More 
says: 

Even so the soul in this contracted state 

Confined to these strait instruments of sense, 

More dull and narrowly doth operate, 

At this hole hears, the sight must ray from thence, 

Here taste, there smells ; hut when she's gone from thence 

Like naked lamp she is one shining sphere, 

AH round about has perfect cognosence 

Whatere in her horizon doth appear; 

She is one Orb of sense, all eye, all airy ear. 2 

Compare with this Traherne's description of his soul while it was 
still free from the trammels of sense experience : 

Then was my soul my only All to me, 

A living endlesse eye, 

Just bounded by the sky, 
Whose power, whose act, whose essence was to see. 

I was an inward Sphere of Sight, 

Or an interminable Orb of Light, 
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' Thomas Traherne," The Nation, 88 : 160 ff. 
3 More: Complete Poems, ed. Grosant. Prae-eccistency of the Soul, 
p. 128, st. 102. 
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An endless and a living day, 
A vital sun that round did. ray 
All life, all sense, 
A naked simple pure Intelligence. 

For sight inherits beauty, Hearing sounds, 

The nostril sweet perfume, 

All Tastes have hidden rooms 
Within the Tongue; and feeling feeling wounds 

With pleasure and delight, but I 
Forgot the rest, and all was Sight or Eye. 3 

Again, More shows the soul as knowing through immediate 
participation in reality : 

. . . Her sight is tactual 
The sun and all the stars that do appear, 
She feels them in herself, can distance all, 
For she is at each one purely presential. 4 

Traherne likewise conceives of his soul in early infancy as imme- 
diately knowing its environment by direct presentation: 

It acts not from a centre to 

Its object as remote, 
But present is when it doth view, 

Being with the being it doth note. 
* # * 

This made me present evermore 

With whatsoe'er I saw, 
An object, if it were before 

My eye, was by Dame Nature's Law, 
Within my soul. Her store 
Was all at once within me; all her treasures 
Were my immediate and internal pleasures, 
Substantial joys which did inform my mind. 5 

The obvious similarity noticed here suggests that Traherne was 
not merely a voice of his times, uttering doctrines that were more 
or less in the air, but that he was a disciple of the " most platonical 
of all the Platonists," who in " prse-existency " and memory inde- 
pendent of " corporalitie " provided Traherne with the means for 
the reconstructing of remembered or imagined joys of early infancy 
into recollections of a pre-natal state. Yet in spirit and. method 
the two poets are far apart; for while More in rational exposition 
dogmatically sets forth the divine scheme of the universe, with 
man as its centre, its purpose, and its end, Traherne always retains 
in his " ego-centricity " something of the " first fine careless 
rapture " of his soul's early mystical experiences, so that his least 
lyrical moments are touched by a personal feeling that translates 
metaphysical subtleties into an emotional experience. For " All, 
all was mine." 

Gertrude Roberts Sherer. 

Leland Stanford Jr. University. 



3 Traherne : Poetical Works, ed. Dobell. The Preparative, p. 14. 

4 Complete Poems: Immortality of the Soul, Bk. in. st. 21. 
"Poetical Works: My Spirit, p. 41. 



